In deference to these far-reaching changes, it is easy to assume that a change of parallel significance occurred in the leadership of the new dynasty. However, as John Duncan has demonstrated, there is scant evidence in support of a social transition accompanying the dynastic transition. There was no new aristocratic power-base. On the contrary, there was a narrowing of access to power to the traditional leading clans. The top seven clans of early Chosŏn had been well-established members of the Koryŏ bureaucracy. Although these clans had no marriage relations with Yi Sŏnggye's military clique in the northeast before the late fourteenth century, at that point a number of such alliances were formed that reinforced the power of the leading clans and thereby ensured substantial continuity in the leadership class between the two dynasties. The alliance formed with these landed aristocracies by the new dynasty's founder, General Yi, underlined his dependence on the traditional leadership élites. It was, therefore, the decision by the latter to back a new horse in support of their own economic and political interests that brought about the demise of the Koryŏ monarchy.1
Yi Sŏnggye, for his part, deemed it politic to embrace neo-Confucianism as the ruling ideology of his kingdom, and so despite the military beginnings of the Chosŏn dynasty, the relegation of the military to a politically and ethically inferior position vis-à-vis the literati is one of the chief characteristics of the Chosŏn era. The Chosŏn monarchy was thereby relieved of the domestic military challenges that from time to time plagued the United Silla and Koryŏ monarchies. Even so, an unassailable bureaucratic centralisation was never attained, and political and economic power rested on balancing the authority of the monarchy against the interests of both the capital and regional yangban. In place of military might, the yangban competed for influence over the throne through membership in schools of neo-Confucianism, which operated as political factions aligned with aristocratic lineages and their home bases.
Unlike the Chinese literati, who were employees of a monarchy that had done away with the aristocracies so that they would not be competitors, the Korean yangban remained the aristocracy and maintained a strong aristocratic identity. They married outside the clan in order to retain their own property and slaves and compounded their assets and regional solidarity through marital alliances. Genealogies became very important early in the Chosŏn era, and when they were published for the first time in 1475, which is very early historically, they covered the male and female sides, included codes designed
